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    This thesis uses the example of criminal activities of ethnic Chinese nationals 
outside Mainland China, reviews law enforcement and policy responses, and 
examines transnational organized crime (TOC) trends to prove that network-based 
organizations are a superior form of TOC when compared to traditional hierarchical 
organized crime groups and syndicates, deeming the latter no longer fit to 
sufficiently operate in the increasingly interconnected global environment. It aims to 
formulate recommendations aimed at the ever-changing and highly fluid nature of 
the TOC phenomenon. Finally, it concludes that the majority of national and 
international law enforcement bodies is unfit to pursue network-based TOC groups 
successfully, due to their traditional structure and bureaucratic inclinations, similar to 
those of traditional organized crime groups. The majority of present national and 
international legislation and policy outlook is also centered on the essentially flawed 
premise of prohibitionism. Markets of now-illicit goods and services, such as drugs, 
smuggled goods or people, or fake IDs, deemed unlawful have effectively been 
replaced by a highly resistant organism, the underground market, fed by relentless 
demand. It has long been bonded with the tissue of the legitimate state and has taken 
over its ability to resist. A call for a coordinated policy change on a global scale is 
needed for law enforcement authorities to at least hope to catch up with TOC 
developments. Until that happens, curbing its growth with new unforeseeable trends 
emerging is deemed to fail. 
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Transnational crime is not a new phenomenon only brought about by the rise of 
globalization. It has existed for centuries, initially taking form of cross-border 
smuggling, trading in illicit goods, and fraud. The international efforts to unify legal 
response and taxonomy, however, are relatively recent. A transnational organized 
crime (TOC) is a crime committed by an organized criminal group in three or more 
states that share conditions deemed favorable,  such as  a  thriving market  




According to criminologist Paul Lunde, the phenomenon of organized crime has 
been at play for hundreds of years, with piracy and banditry being the pre-industrial 
equivalent to organized crime of the contemporary world
2
. Nonetheless, in 
pre-modern societies individuals do not hold enough assets to make it possible for 
professional criminals to support themselves financially, and for their craft to become 
an organized form of social activity. Large-scale professional crime is a byproduct of 
modern societies due to increasing widespread access to currency and increase in 
mass production, leading to a large surplus of goods still available on the market after 
the process of consumption. Professional crime, as opposed to opportunistic crime, 
began developing in late Middle Ages. After feudalism, a social order in medieval 
Europe based on land tenure in exchange for labor or military service, collapsed it left 
                                                        
1 Williams, P., “Transnational Criminal Organizations and International Security”, Survival: Global Politics and 
Strategy 36 (1) (Oxford University Press, 1994): 96, doi: 10.1080/00396339408442726.  
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a great number of feudal army soldiers unemployed
3
. Urban development and 
expansion boosted migration flows from the country side and regions destroyed by 
wars to bustling port cities, creating waves of hunger for employment, licit or 
otherwise.  
    The world began to shrink in 1519 when the expedition of Portuguese explorer 
Ferdinand Magellan circumnavigated the globe for the first time, realizing its full 
geographic extend. Then the 18
th
 century Industrial Revolution marked the next major 
turning point in history. The introduction of steam engine, textile manufacture 
powered machinery and high precision machine tools, among other inventions, 
enormously influenced the development of economic and social conditions worldwide. 
Until the 20
th
 century, the range of TOC activities was restricted by a limited pool of 
opportunities, and concentrated on simple smuggling operations. The 20
th
 century’s 
rapid development of global communication, technology and transportation spurred 
growth of new incentives, but so did the political stance of prohibition. The passage of 
the Harrison Narcotics Tax Act
4
 in 1914 in United States taxed the production, 
importation and distribution of opiates and cocaine, which effectively caused an 
influx of organized crime groups grasping the opportunity to smuggle drugs into the 
US and fill in the supply void to satisfy the growing demand. The 1920-1933 period 
in the US was the era of alcohol prohibition, that effectively banned sale, manufacture 
and bootlegging (transportation) of alcohol. Prohibitionists saw it as an effective 
                                                        
3 Lasocik, Z., Zabójca zawodowy i na zlecenie (Zakamycze, 2003), 27 (In Polish, trans.: Professional contract 
killer).  
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means to promote health and public morality and the alcohol consumption in the 
1920s indeed diminished by half
5
, since the private ownership and consumption of 
alcohol was not prohibited in itself. But due to the national ban, organized crime 
received a major boost, with a significant increase in smuggling operations, ranging 
from bootlegging alcohol from England and the Caribbean by sea, to cross-border 
smuggling from Canada and Mexico
6
. Crime occurrence in the years 1920-1921 
during prohibition increased by 24% on average, based on a study of 30 major 
American cities7. The prohibition was aimed at reducing crime levels, but in turn it 
inspired organized crime groups to violently compete for market shares.  
    Following the end of World War II in May 1945, that marked the victory of the 
Allied states over Nazi Germany, the Soviet Union and the US were the two 
superpowers left on the world scene with profound ideological and economic 
differences. The former occupied eastern Europe, and in the years 1947-1991 together 
with the newly created Communist satellite states and its allies it faced the US and its 
Western supporters in an unprecedented state of political and military tension on the 
brink of mutually assured destruction by nuclear weapons: the Cold War. In the   
mid-1980s, the Soviet President Mikhail Gorbachev introduced reforms aimed at 
liberalizing the country, and that, paired with getting outspent by the US in the race 
for technological superiority and a wave of revolutions that toppled the communist 
governments in Eastern and Central European countries, led to the collapse of the 
                                                        
5 Blocker, J.S. et al., Alcohol and Temperance in Modern History: An International Encyclopedia (ABC-CLIO, 
2003), 23. 
6 Roth, M.P., Global Organized Crime: A Reference Handbook (ABC-Clio, 2010), 10. 
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Soviet Union in 1991. The event caused a chain reaction of epic proportions, laying 
grounds for enormous rise in the underground economy. In 1992, the first government 
of the newly established Russian Federation led by President Boris Yeltsin vowed to 
introduce free market economy overnight by implementing economic “shock therapy” 
in the absence of any legal restraints, suddenly releasing price and currency controls, 
liberalizing national trade, abandoning state subsidies, and handling large scale 
privatization
8
. The reforms turned out to be a disaster, with Vice President Alexander 
Rutskoy deeming them “economic genocide”
9
, as massive inflation, prevalent 
corruption, and a large scale grab of state wealth by oligarchs spread across Russia 
and its former satellites. For over 60 years of Communist rule the only business 
incentives the repressive Soviet system promoted were of criminal nature, which in 
turn produced a significant number of smart and often degenerate criminals with 
unique skillsets and decades of experience operating in harsh and corrupt conditions. 
After the Soviet Union dissolved, by 1991 there were also over 14,000 no longer 
employed secret police officers seeking occupation, that would allow them to cash in 
on their contacts and abilities
10
. Globalization offered that eager crowd an ample 
opportunity to seek out international markets that held their skills in high demand.   
    The prime decision taking unit of the nation-state is the core of the traditional 
field of International Relations. The international sociopolitical and economic status 
quo has progressively changed before the turn of the 20
th
 century with the new 
                                                        
8 Glenny, M., McMafia: A Journey through the Global Criminal Underworld (Vintage, 2009), 72. 
9 Bohlen, C., "Yeltsin Deputy calls reforms Economic Genocide", The New York Times, February 09, 1992: 
www.nytimes.com/1992/02/09/world/yeltsin-deputy-calls-reforms-economic-genocide.html 
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emerging phenomenon we refer today as globalization. Its  spillover effect centred 
around economic and political opening of many states through 1970s to 1990s, 
technological and scientific developments, the evolution of financial institutions and 
banking systems, that have together contributed to greater disparity of wealth around 
the world, but also regional and domestic strife and political instability, and actual or 
threatened failure of weak states. Globalization effectively deemed the world 
borderless, simultaneously creating an ever-present abundance of opportunities for 
criminal groups and individuals to exploit.  
In the late 1980s, the West vowed to deregulate its financial markets in order to 
move money around the world faster and in larger quantities, since most countries 
firmly controlled foreign currency transactions at the time, or banned them entirely. 
The financial market liberalization paired with the dissolution of Soviet Communism 
injected huge amounts of cash into the global economy. Having to improvise, state 
actors and international institutions failed to set up adequate mechanisms to control 
the huge financial surge, but that experiment turned out to be an example of what such 
massive injections into the economy really entail. Countries began to move away from 
foreign currency exchange controls, with the global daily currency exchange volume 
soaring from $590 billion a day in 1989 to $1.88 trillion in 2004
11
. That, along with 
the introduction of Euro currency that was aimed at trade facilitation within European 
Union (EU), and widespread use of American dollar in transactions on a global scale, 
created a great opportunity to assist with money laundering. 
                                                        
11 Naim, M., Illicit: How Smugglers, Traffickers and Counterfeiters are Hijacking the Global Economy (Anchor 
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    During the Cold War, most state actors were divided into two camps behind 
either the US or the Soviet Union in exchange for financial aid or security guarantees. 
Once they lost protection due to the fall of Soviet Union, some of them also lost 
capacity to control their territory, resources and to protect their citizens, falling victim 
to organized crime, thus gaining the common denominator of a “failed state”. In such 
states criminal groups tend to effortlessly corrupt governmental bodies, such as law 
enforcement agencies, financial institutions, courts and customs, also offering services 
to the public that the legitimate government is unable to provide, effectively replacing 
state sovereignty, all the while proceeding to erode the state’s basic functions, leading 
to a widespread civil strife. Black spots of lawlessness are spread out in most states, 
particularly distributed along the border areas, with some extreme examples, such as 
the vast lands on the border with Afghanistan and Pakistan, notorious for illicit 
smuggling or the opium-growing “Golden Triangle” region of Myanmar, Thailand and 
Laos. In the 2004 report to the United States Congress, the Central Intelligence 
Agency (CIA) stated it had classified 50 pockets of lawlessness of which governments 
have little or no control
12
, creating a favorable conditions for TOC groups and 
terrorists to thrive. 
   There are several reasons for the growth of TOC. After the global shift to market 
economy, traditional trade barriers were abandoned, followed by an introduction of an 
array of new financial products, such as easy access to credit; capability to legally 
invest the profits gained from illegal operations, often through legitimate banks willing 
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to look the other way; or offshore banking aimed at storing financial assets to steer clear 
of law enforcement or avoid paying taxes. Globalization is commonly understood as 
progression of growing international integration caused by increasing human activity 
and exchange of points of view, ideas, products, as well as movement of capital and 
people. Phil Williams was one of the first to observe the criminal shift from the 
national to the transnational. In 1996 he pointed out that organized crime groups 
began to exploit the changing nature of the increasingly globalized markets and newly 
developed technology
13
. As they began to transcend state borders, they started to 
challenge national jurisdictions to keep up, while beginning to resemble transnational 
conglomerates.    
    In 1997 there were some 200 million mobile phone subscribers. That number 
increased to 6 billion in 2011, indicating a global penetration of 86%
14
. In December 
1991 the internet was made of just 10 websites, skyrocketing to 8.2 billion in August 
2012
15
. Aggressive adoption of new technologies, such as mobile phones, computers 
and internet, has helped criminals to lower risks, increase productivity, and streamline 
their operations, also ensuring that areas out of control were no longer out of touch. 
Due to airline deregulation leading to a decline in prices and increased capacity, the 
number of air passengers has been steadily growing, amounting to 2.2 billion 
passengers travelling between some 3,750 airports globally in 2009. Meanwhile, over 
90% of global trade relies on sea vessels, and this trend is rapidly growing as the flow 
                                                        
13 Williams, P., “Transnational Criminal Organizations and International Security”, 96-97. 
14 International Telecommunication Union, “Key statistical highlights: ITU data release June 2012” (2012): 
www.itu.int/ITU-D/ict/statistics/material/pdf/2011%20Statistical%20highlights_June_2012.pdf  
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